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Storm causes longest B-1
combat mission in history

A40thAir Expeditionary Group
aircrew flying from an operating
location in support of Operation
Enduring Freedom completed the
longest-ever combat sortie for a
B-1May 4.

Thegrueling 23-hour mission
began May 3 when the 9th Expe-
ditionary Bomb Squadron B-1
launched on a patrol over Af-
ghanistan where it was assigned
escort duty for an Army convoy
just south of Kabul. After a suc-
cessful mission, the crew tried to
returntotheir original location but
was diverted hundreds of miles
to an aternate location due to a
large storm movingintothe area.

“It was a little windy (and) a
little rainy before we left,” said
Maj. Mark Bennett, the aircraft
commander. “But nothing that in-
dicated what the westher would
be like when we returned.” This
wasMagjor Bennett's 17th combat
mission.

Captain Mark Johnson wasthe
copilot of the crew and Captains
Matthew Farley and Matthew
Clapp werethe weapons systems
officers.

As they were returning at
about three hours out, Major
Bennett called in to check the
wegther conditionsand found out
about theimpending storm.

“Conditions were rapidly de-
grading,” he said. “At that point,
we knew we had to get back as
quickly aswe could beforethe se-
verewesather hit.”

Captain Farley wasthe Offen-
sive Systems Officer for themis-
sion and could only see through
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A 40th AEG B-1 takes off on a combat sortie recently. A
9th EBS B-1 broke the record for the longest B-1 combat

sortie in history May 4.

the side window of B-1 from his
position behind the pilot. During
themission, histhird actual com-
bat mission, he had used his ra-
dar to mapthegroundin casethey
needed to take out any threatsto
the convoy.

“The radar looked really bad
for weather,” he said, although
admitting that it's typically used
for looking at storms. “We were
zigzagging left and right to pick
the best path through the storm.”

Asthey got closer, because of
theweight of theaircraft and run-
way conditions, the crew had to
either commit themselves to the
landing or make the decision to
divert elsewhere. They kept up
contact with the base and the
choice became a “rolling deci-
sion,” said Major Bennett.

Back at the base, another deci-
sion had to be made—whether or
not to launch atanker to possibly
refuel theB-1if conditionswors-
ened, thereby giving up another
arcraft.

“We launched it with the in-
tention that it would almost cer-
tainly be diverted aswell,” said
Col. Jeff Beene, 40th AEG com-
mander, who made the decision.
“With the severe crosswinds,
the tanker gave us much better
options for getting the B-1 to a
suitablelocation.”

After the tanker was up, this
was a tremendous boost to the
crew.

“When they told us ‘we've
got atanker for you,” that defi-
nitely made a difference,” said
Captain Johnson, who wason his
8th combat mission.

As the B-1 approached, the
weather continued to worsen.
From about 75 miles out, condi-
tions were “pretty dicey,” said
Major Bennett. “ You don’t have
time to worry. You're just con-
centrating on flying the best ap-
proach possiblewhileat the same
time working out your other op-
tionsif needed.”

See B-1, Page 3
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With just 10 milesto go and approaching
at well more than 150 mph, the aircraft sud-
denly received the call to divert. This did
not mean a sigh of relief though.

“Until we had the gas and were on the
way, | wassitill alittle concerned,” said Cap-
tain Farley. “There are alot of things that
still haveto go right.”

After asuccessful refueling, the B-1 made
straight for the alternate location, which was
hundreds of miles away. At this point, the
crew had already been in the air more than
18 hours.

“Normally, most people have a habit or
routine going into (extremely long mis-
sions),” said Captain Clapp. “But we were
expecting a(normal length mission).”

With dl that was going on, Captain Clapp
said he found it easy to stay aert though.
Hewas one of the only members of the crew
to haveflown longer missionsduring previ-
ous (non-combat) flights. Thiswas his 18th
combat mission.

“No matter how tired everybody got, we
wereawaysgoing back to basics,” said Capt
Johnson.

The next hurdle was one of diplomatic

sensitivities. To get to the alternate base,
the crew had to traverse several other coun-
triesairspace—in aloaded bomber.

“It can be alittle unnerving for them,”
said Captain Clapp.

After theair traffic controllersweretold
it was an emergency situation because
they lacked thefuel to go around, the coun-
triesallowed theflight.

After landing, the aircrew had another
jobfor them—get thejet refueled, serviced
and ready to go again—duties typically
performed by maintainers.Though the air-
crew istrained on thisperiodically, it isnot
something they do often and ended up tak-
ing 2 to 3 hours, said Captain Clapp.

“The sense of duty shown by this crew
for getting this aircraft turned around and
ready to go after amarathon mission like
thisisjustincredible,” said Colonel Beene.
“Butitisdedication likethat | withessev-
ery day from the great men and women de-
ployed here.”

By thetimethe crew finally got to their
bunks, they had all been up between 36
and 38 hours, including the mission brief,
flight and maintenance.

“1’ve never been up that long before,”
Capt Johnson said. “ That was the longest
day of my life.”






